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Race and Ethnicity Research 
for the 2020 Census

• Extensive research and outreach over past decade, 
with two groundbreaking national studies, on how to 
improve the decennial census collection of race and 
ethnicity information

• Findings showed a combined race and ethnicity 
question with multiple detailed checkboxes and a 
dedicated Middle Eastern and North African category is 
optimal design for improving race and ethnicity data

• Determining decennial census content is an extensive 
undertaking, involving research and external partner 
engagement, and approval from U.S. Office of 
Management and Budget and U.S. Congress
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2020 Census: Two Separate Questions Design

2015 National Content Test Optimal Design



Improvements to the 2020 Census 
Separate Question Designs, 
Data Processing, and Coding Procedures
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We made improvements to question designs, data processing, and 
coding within the two separate questions design

Elicited much more reporting of detailed racial and ethnic identities
55 million write-ins in 2010 Census
350 million write-ins in 2020 Census

2020 Census: Two Separate Questions Design



49.9 million identified as Some Other Race, surpassing Black or African American 
population as second-largest race group
• 45.3 million people of Hispanic or Latino origin were classified as Some Other 

Race either alone or in combination, compared with only 4.6 million people 
who were not of Hispanic or Latino origin

33.8 million people reported multiple race groups, up from 9 million in 2010
• White and Some Other Race largest combination at 19.3 million

Census Bureau experts are not surprised by the 2020 Census results.

The Some Other Race category is not the problem;
The Some Other Race category spotlights the problem 
with the decennial census two separate questions format.
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What 2020 Census Results Tell Us About Persisting Problems 
with Separate Questions on Race and Ethnicity in the 
Decennial Census
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We are confident that differences in the overall racial distributions are largely due to improvements 
in the design of the two separate questions for race data collection and processing as well as some 
demographic changes over the past 10 years.

We are also confident, as shown in our research over the past decade, that using a single combined 
question for race and ethnicity in the decennial census would ultimately yield an even more 
accurate portrait of how the U.S. population self-identifies, especially for people who self-identify 
as multiracial or multiethnic.

What 2020 Census Results Tell Us About Persisting Problems 
with Separate Questions on Race and Ethnicity in the 
Decennial Census



Improving Race and Ethnicity Statistics
Where Are We Now?
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2022 Director Robert Santos began his tenure at the Census Bureau

Census experts examining how 2020 Census results inform what we know from previous research
1. What are the item non-response rates for the two separate race and ethnicity questions?
2. What are the race reporting patterns of Hispanic or Latino respondents to the race question?
3. Within each minimum category, what are the frequencies of detailed population groups? 

What percentage do the six largest detailed groups comprise for each major category?
4. Using the Census Bureau’s Middle Eastern or North African classification, what are the                 

reporting patterns of the MENA population in the race question?  

Ongoing outreach and engagement about 2020 Census results and future data products

Census staff continue to develop forthcoming 2020 Census data products
• Demographic and Housing Characteristics File (DHC), Tentatively 2022 
• Detailed Demographic and Housing Characteristics File (Detailed DHC), Date To Be Determined



What We Can Learn From 2020 Census Results
Race and Ethnicity Research Topics to Examine

1. What are the item non-response rates for the two separate race and ethnicity questions?

8
2020 Census: Two Separate Questions Design



9

Research Questions: Item Non-Response in 2020 Census
1. Are the item non-response rates for the Hispanic origin and Race questions in the 2020 Census 

similar to the 2010 Census?

2. Are people of Hispanic origin (compared to Non-Hispanics) still more likely not to answer the Race 
question? 

3. Is the non-response rate to the Race question among Hispanics similar to historical reporting 
patterns observed in prior Censuses and Census tests (i.e., 2015 National content test)?

4. Are the item non-response rates for the Hispanic origin and Race questions in the 2021 American 
Community Survey similar to the 2020 Census?

5. How can the Census Bureau improve item non-response rates in the decennial census and the 
American Community Survey, particularly among the Hispanic origin population? (separate question 
format vs. combined question format)



2. What are the race reporting patterns of Hispanic or Latino respondents to the race question?

10 2020 Census Race Question:  Hypothetical Hispanic Reporting
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What We Can Learn From 2020 Census Results
Race and Ethnicity Research Topics to Examine
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Builds upon Census Bureau research on “Race Reporting Among Hispanics: 
2010” to examine race reporting among self-reported Hispanics in the 2020 
Census to develop supplemental data to the findings already presented in 
the 2020 Census and the 2015 National Content Test (NCT) Race and 
Ethnicity Analysis report.  Research will provide more in-depth analysis to 
improve our understanding of how Hispanics reported their racial identity 
within the improved separate questions design and updated data processing 
and coding procedures of the 2020 Census.

Research will examine the following four key areas:
• Demographic description of Hispanic population in 2020 Census by item-

nonresponse and imputation type
• Race reporting among Hispanics by OMB race groups
• Comparison of race reporting patterns among self-reported Hispanics for 

2010 and 2020
• Different response types to race question by selected demographic 

characteristics and geographies

Hispanic Race Reporting Patterns in 2020 Census

Note: Self-reported Hispanic includes people who self-reported to be of Hispanic or Latino origin. 
This category will not include responses that were assigned, allocated, or substituted during data processing.

2020 Census Race Question:  Hypothetical Hispanic Reporting
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1. How do self-reported Hispanics report their race using the improved 2020 
Census race question and how does it compare to 2010 race reporting?

2. How do responses to the race question by self-reported Hispanics differ 
based on their demographic characteristics (e.g., detailed Hispanic origin, 
sex, age, household type, and tenure)?

3. How do responses to the race question by self-reported Hispanics differ by 
geographic location?

Research Questions: Hispanic Race Reporting in 2020 Census

2020 Census Race Question:  Hypothetical Hispanic Reporting
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3. Within each minimum category, what are the frequencies of detailed population groups?  
What percentage do the six largest detailed groups comprise for each major category?
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2020 Census: Two Separate Questions Design

What We Can Learn From 2020 Census Results
Race and Ethnicity Research Topics to Examine
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Detailed Reporting in the 2020 Census
Highlights of changes to Hispanic origin and race questions, data processing, and 
coding based on extensive research and outreach over the past decade.
• Dedicated write-in response areas and examples for White category and Black or 

African American category
• Provided six example groups for “White,” “Black or African American,” and 

“American Indian or Alaska Native” racial categories (examples represent largest 
population groups within each of the geographically diverse population groups of 
each race category, as defined by 1997 OMB standards).

• Reordered detailed Asian checkboxes and detailed Native Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific Islander checkboxes by population size and changed the checkbox category 
“Guamanian or Chamorro” to “Chamorro” based on research and positive 
stakeholder feedback.

• Increased number of characters captured in write-in line from 30 to 200, which 
allowed us to capture and fully recognize longer write-in responses.

• Instead of prioritizing multiple responses into only two codes, we coded up to six 
detailed codes for each write-in area.

2020 Census Race Question
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Research Questions:  Detailed Reporting in 2020 Census
1. Are detailed race group distributions reasonable when comparing 2020 Census to 2010 Census and 

when comparing 2020 Census to 2021 ACS 1-Year data?
2. Which detailed race groups experienced the largest change (positive and negative, for percent change) 

when comparing 2020 Census to 2010 Census?  Explain limitations with comparisons, and why they 
should be made with caution, given the improvements and new data collections for detailed groups.

3. Based on 2020 Census data and 2021 ACS 1-Year data:  a) What are largest detailed race groups for each 
major race alone category? b) What are largest detailed race groups for each major race alone or in any 
combination category?  How do these compare to 2010 Census?

4. Are there differences in detailed race groups for race alone populations compared to race alone or in 
any combination populations?

5. Based on largest detailed race groups for race alone populations and race alone or in any combination 
populations, which groups should be included as examples and detailed checkboxes in future data 
collections?

6. If Middle Eastern and North African (MENA) responses are collected in a distinct category in future   
data collections, which detailed groups should be listed as examples and detailed checkboxes for         
the White category and for a distinct MENA category?



4. What do we know about reporting patterns of Middle Eastern or North African (MENA) 
responses in the 2020 Census race question?

16 2020 Census Race Question: Hypothetical MENA Reporting
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What We Can Learn From 2020 Census Results
Race and Ethnicity Research Topics to Examine
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1. How were detailed MENA responses in the Census Bureau’s classification 
reported in the 2020 Census?

a. Evaluate which write-in areas detailed MENA responses were 
reported in, and 
b. Evaluate which checkboxes were selected when detailed MENA 
responses were provided.

2. Where were detailed groups that are not in the Census Bureau’s MENA 
classification (e.g., Somali, Sudanese, Armenian, etc.) reported? 

3. What were the largest detailed MENA responses in the 2020 Census? 
How does this inform recommendations for future data collections?

Research Questions:  MENA Reporting in 2020 Census

2020 Census Race Question:  Hypothetical MENA Reporting
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Census Bureau Goals for Improving 
Future Decennial Census and ACS 
Race and Ethnicity Data
• Address ways to produce more accurate and reliable race and ethnicity data

• Rely upon 2020 Census evidence and extensive research and outreach last decade

• Collaborate with OMB, federal statistical community peers, and external partners 

Improving decennial census race and ethnicity data will enable the ACS and other 
federal surveys to provide more accurate and reliable race and ethnicity data for 
Federal, state, and tribal programs; ensuring fair and equitable compliance with 
antidiscrimination laws and regulations; Civil Rights policies; and local governments, 
community organizations, and academic researchers
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2015 National Content Test Optimal Design



Questions for NAC Discussion
1. Do you have any questions about what we explained regarding how the 2020 Census 
results show persisting problems with separate questions on race and ethnicity in the 
decennial census?

2. Do you have additional recommendations for our research explorations of 2020 
Census results that would help inform our understanding of these four topics?

3. Are there suggestions from NAC members on external groups who the Census Bureau 
could engage with as we develop and share this research with the public?
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